's population is wealthier than any in history. Every year, the American government redistributes more than a trillion dollars of that wealth to provide for retirement, health care, and the alleviation of poverty. We still have millions of people without comfortable retirements, without adequate health care, and living in poverty. Only a government can spend so much money so ineffectually. The solution is to give the money to the people.
What Was the War on Poverty?
Under the names of Guaranteed Income and the Negative Income Tax, the idea of a Basic Income Guarantee (BIG) seemed to appear out of nowhere and onto the mainstream policy agenda in the mid1960s. The idea had been discussed in academic circles as far back as the 1940s, but suddenly academics, policy makers, and welfare activists all seemed to be hitting on the same idea that we should replace many of the different policies designed to target specific groups with one simplified, comprehensive policy to ensure that everyone had a little money.
At the time in 1964 when President Lyndon Johnson declared a War on Poverty, people were looking for ideas.
Market-oriented economists such as Milton Friedman and Freidrich A. Hayek endorsed the NIT approach. Progressive economists such as John Kenneth Galbraith, James Tobin, and Herbert Simon endorsed versions of the guaranteed income. Books were written on the topic 8 BASIC INCOME GUARANTEE by sociologist Erich Fromm, economist Robert Theobald, and theologian Philip Wogaman.
In 1967, Martin Luther King Jr. endorsed the idea and wrote, "I am now convinced that the simplest solution to poverty is to abolish it directly by a new widely discussed measure: the guaranteed income. A host of psychological changes inevitably will result from widespread economic security."
In 1969, a Presidential Commission recommended, 22:0, that the United States adopt a guaranteed income, with no work requirements, for every needy American. The National Council of Churches, by a vote of 107:1, agreed. So did the Kerner Commission, the California Democratic Council, the Republican Ripon Society, and the 1972 Democratic Party platform.
Johnson did not embrace the BIG model. More generous versions of the traditional, welfare-state model-which included conditional programs targeted at specific groups-were adopted. By 1969, government benefits increased and the number of people living in poverty in America dropped-from 39 million in 1960 to 25 million-about 12.5 percent of the population.
What Was FAP?
In 1969, President Richard Nixon proposed his Family Assistance Plan (FAP), calling it "the most significant piece of social legislation in our nation's history."
It was structured like an NIT, but it was watered down with eligibility limits and work requirements in the hope of increasing its political appeal. For a family of four, with no outside income, the basic federal payment would have been $1,600 a year. States could add to that amount. A worker could keep the first $60 a month of outside earnings with no reduction in his benefits. Beyond that, his benefits would be reduced by 50 cents for each dollar earned.
Under FAP, anyone who accepted benefits was required to accept work or training, provided suitable jobs were available either locally or at some distance if transportation was provided. The only exceptions would be those unable to work and mothers of preschool children.
FAP received wide support. Editorials were 95 percent favorable: "A new and promising approach" ( Business Week ); "A bold new blueprint" ( Los Angeles Times ); and "A Giant Leap Forward" ( Chicago Sun Times ).
The bill found supporters on both the Left and the Right, but it also found opposition. Southern and conservative senators generally
